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If one were to ask a secular person, steeped in a naturalistic understanding of our world, whether there was anyone 
in control of world events - whether there was an order to the way the events of history have and continue to unfold, 
the person interviewed might answer by saying, “No, there is no one in control, nor is there a grand plan working it’s 
way out through history.” And they might go on to say, we are here by chance, and everything one sees is the result 
of natural laws working their way out”.  And taking a survey of events through out history, or even events taking place 
in todays world, one can easily understand why the naturalist might think that.

Further, we see this world view appear from time to time in popular literature. When I was growing up, there was a 
movie - which was based on a book which had been written in 1900 by an American children’s novelist, L. Frank 
Baum, and popularized in a Broadway musical in 1902 and finally, by a musical put to film in 1939. The story - which 
seems harmless enough on the surface - is of a girl from Kansas who, with her little dog, is caught up in a cyclone 
along with her house, carried high up into the sky, and eventually deposited in another land - where she would meet a 
scarecrow, a tin woodsman and a lion who was cowardly. And together, they would travel to a city called the Emerald 
City, in hopes that the girl and her dog could make it back home to Kansas. 

The story I am describing has been hailed as one of the best known stories in American literature and has been 
widely translated; and in fact, the Library of Congress has declared it America’s greatest and best loved homegrown 
fairy tale”. Do you know this story? By now you should be able to guess. For most all of us have heard of this book or 
Broadway play or film - The Wizard of Oz. I can still remember watching the Wizard of Oz when I was a young boy - 
my brother and I would watch it each year whenever it was aired. 

Now granted, the story was intended as simply, a children's story - a mere fairy tale; and I do not think that L. Frank 
Baum intended to make any kind of philosophical statement about the nature of the universe and world. BUT, such a 
statement is made and made quite strongly. The little girl, Dorothy, desires to get back home to her home in Kansas - 
and it is thought that the Wizard of Oz - he who controls everything in the land of Oz - can help her. When she and 
her travel companions arrive in the Emerald City and finally go to see the Wizard of Oz - they are initially terrified - but 
after their initial fright in the face of the Wizard, who appears in the movie as a terrifying, round, flaming orb who talks, 
they learn, to their disappointment, that the Wizard of Oz - as scary as he initially appeared - is no Wizard at all - 
because in the movie, Dorothy’s little dog Toto pulls back a curtain, located behind the stage where the orb appears - 
and there Dorothy sees an old man, who pulls levers and manipulates people through a false orb that the levers 
control - but who has no power at all. 

The implication of this scene is staggering. What this scene communicates - albeit unintentionally - is that despite 
appearances - THERE IS NO ONE IN CONTROL of our world. That message is very subtle - and I must admit that 
my brother and I did’t connect those dots as we watched the Wizard of Oz unfold when we were young. And yet, the 
parallel between the reality behind the Wizard in the story and the view of the world held by those who hold to a 
naturalistic world view is striking - for whether through science or this most popular piece of children literature - the 
message is the same - there is no-one out there - there is no one in control of our world and our history - and events 
have no real order to them. And the message is clear - we live in a world characterized by the uniformity of natural 
causes, but our system is CLOSED - for there is no God - unless he is a pathetic old man who manipulates people for 
his won purposes. 

What a contrast we have, however, when we study scripture and particularly, the Revelation. We learn from scripture 
that, far from living in a closed universe, where no one is out there, we live in a world where God is alive and active 
and is actually bringing to pass specific plans, despite the fact that humanity has rebelled against Him. And we learn 
from Revelation 4 that this God created all things for Himself (4:11); and we learn from chapter 5 that this God also is 
responsible for the redemption of our world; and that he has accomplished this redemption through the Lamb who 
was slain but is alive - and this redemption goes forth FROM the very throne of God. How does this redemption go 
forth?

He who sat on the throne had in his right hand a scroll - and contained in the scroll were the plans of God Almighty, 
and specifically, God’s redemptive decrees. And as the Lamb who was slain but is alive took the scroll from the right 
hand of He who sat on the throne and began to open it’s seven seals, we are given a complete overview of the 
unfolding of God’s redemptive plan, from the first century until the return of Christ - in the same way the first vision of 
Daniel’s prophecy gave an overview of Gentile world power and the establishment of Christ’s kingdom - which would 
conquer all the earthly pagan kingdoms.
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Seal #1 is in v.2: We have a white horse and He who sat on it had a bow and a crown on his head, and he went forth 
conquering and to conquer. Who is the rider on the white horse and what does He do? From our excursus on this 
verse you will remember we said this rider is NOT anti-christ, nor is this a representative of false christ’s - but rather, 
the rider represents either Christ Himself and the gospel or Christ’s apostles and the gospel. And so the picture here - 
the content of the first seal - is that after Christ the Lamb was slain and after he rose form the dead and ascended 
into heaven to take his seat at the right hand of God - He then began to work his plan of redemption out - he went 
forth conquering and to conquer. 

As we look back on history, we see that this is exactly what took place - and if you are with us in our sturdy of the 
Acts, you are following along in the story of the establishment of the church and the beginnings of the spread of the 
good news off Jesus. Now, Acts closes around 60 AD - but the spread of the gospel, and the conquest of Christ 
through it continued until, by the early fourth century - 300 year later, Christianity had ‘conquered’ pagan Rome and 
the Christian faith became the religion of the Roman empire. Since that time1,700 years have passed and as we look 
back over those 1700 years, what we see parallels what took place in the first three centuries of the church - the 
gospel has continued to spread - until today, the church of the Lord Jesus Christ has been established on every 
continent - and there are very few areas of the world where there is no gospel witness. 

When John saw this first seal opened, he was looking forward to the events it depicts. We look back over history as 
well as look forward - and we see what we see - and hope for what we hope for - that in the end, Christ will conquer 
all!!

After the first seal is opened, the 2nd seal is opened and John hears the voice of the 2nd living creature say, COME. 
What does He see?    

Seal #2 is in v. 3-4: A red horse; and it’s rider was permitted to take peace from the earth, and to him was given a 
great sword; What is this about? Where the gospel is proclaimed and prospers, there persecution follows. Why do we 
say that this is what is represented by the red horse and rider? 

First, the rider of the red horse is literally carrying a short sword - and the word used for this sword (Gk. machaira) 
depicts a sword used for slaughter - and especially of the sacrificial knife or sword. This Gk word is used in the LXX 
when speaking of the sacrifice of Isaac by Abraham (Gen. 22:6,10), by way of an OT parallel - and this suggests that 
a specific type of killing is to take place - which is more like a sacrifice than of a murder or death through war; 

Next, Jesus used this very word for sword in Matthew 10:34 where he told his disciples, “I did not come to bring 
peace on the earth but a sword (speaking of the division Christ would bring even in the midst of families) and the 
implication of Jesus’s teachings is one of estrangement and broken relationships as a result of the gospel - and we 
know from the early history of the church that this sometimes resulted in people killing other people over the 
testimony of faith in Christ. Starting with Stephen, followed by James, people were put to death for their faith in Christ;

Finally, v. 4 tells us that , “It’s rider was permitted to take peace from the earth, so that people would slay [literally, 
slaughter] one another. . .” and John chooses a unique word here to denote the slaying he speaks of  - and I want to 
point out a couple of things about John’s word choice for here, for you. 

First, John normally uses the word apokteino, from the root kteino to denote the act of killing. For example, in John 
5:18; 7:1; 7:19; 8:22 and 10:10, John uses apokteino, from kteino to refer to those who wanted to kill Christ. He also 
uses this term to refer to some other situation where killing is involved - like when he wrote in 10:10, the thief comes 
only to steal, kill or destroy. He uses the word kteino in each of these places and elsewhere in his writings. . either the 
death of Christ or the execution. In Revelation 6:4 however, John used the word sphaxousin from the root sphazo - 
which means to butcher, esp. an animal for sacrifice; OR to slaughter - and whenever a NT writer does this sort of 
thing, it is usually because they want to differentiate between two different concepts - in this case, general ‘killing’ 
versus a special type of slaughter.

Second, in every place John uses the word sphaxousin from sphazo he uses the term to refer to death of Christ or to 
the slaughter of believers particularly. By way of example consider the following:

1 John 3:12: Cain slaughtered Abel;
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Rev. 5:6: a Lamb standing, as though it had been slaughtered;

Rev. 5:9: Also referring to Christ the Lamb who had been slaughtered;

Rev. 5:12: Worthy ism the Lamb who was slaughtered;

Rev. 6:9: the souls of those who had been slaughtered for the word of God and for the witness they had born

Rev. 13:8: refers to the Lamb who was slaughtered

Rev. 18:24: refers to the blood of the prophets and of saints who were slaughtered on earth

Rev. 13:3: the only exception to this usage - and in Rev 13:3 the word is used for the slaughtered head of the beast.

When we put all this together, it seems clear that the type slaying John has in mind in Rev. 6:4 has to do with the 
slaughtering of people - specifically followers of Christ, by other people - and that is why John chose to use the word 
he used as well as the particular word for sword here. And so, wherever the gospel goes forth - where ever Christ is 
conquering, persecution of His gospel and His people soon follows - and as we look back over history, we see this 
pan out, over and over and over and over in nearly every generation - and it was already happening to the churches 
in Asias Minor which were addressed in the seven letter which we studied in chapter two and three. 

Commenting on this seal and the rider on the red horse, William Hendrickson observes: 

“Where ever the rider on the white horse - Christ - makes his appearance, the rider on the red horse follows. (see 
Mat. 5:10,11; Lk.21:12; Acts 4:1; 5:17, etc.). Think of Stephen, and Paul, Publius and Polycarp, Perpetual and 
Felicitas, the Inquisition and St. Bartholomew’s night, Aremenia and Russia, John and Betty Stam.

The rider on the white horse doesn't not refer to one particular person. He does not belong to one particular age. No 
century is without its rider upon the red horse: the world is always persecuting the Church. Christ always brings the 
sword. Peace is taken from the earth (Mt. 10:34)”  Hendrickson, More than Conquerors, pg. 101 

We see this today - even though we here in America have enjoyed unprecedented peace for the past 200 plus years. 
According to the organization Open Doors, in our day and age:

322 Christians are killed on average every month;

214 churches and Christian properties are destroyed monthly;

722 forms of violence are committed against Christians every month - and these acts include arrests, beatings, rapes, 
forced marriages and abductions. 

Here is the meaning of the second seal: Christ rode forth conquering and to conquer with the gospel of the kingdom - 
and this would characterize the age - but wherever Christ and the gospel is going forth, persecution soon follows, and 
this too would characterize the age of grace - the age of the church and kingdom - and so it will, until Christ’s 
kingdom comes in it’s fullness and the kingdoms of this world are gone forever. 

The second seal was followed by the opening of the third seal.     

Seal #3 is in v. 5: A black horse; and it’s rider had a pair of scales in his hand; and at first blush this appears to 
speak of famine. And in fact, many see this as denoting just that. In the Commentary on the Usage of the NT of the 
OT, by Carson and Beale, they point out how food in the ancient world was distributed by rationing during times of 
scarcity using scales - and that here, famine, that is, severe food shortages are in view. And this understanding is 
reasonable. However, I’m not so sure that this is actually what John had in mind. 

Another possible meaning for the third seal is, persecution of the church and Christians via economic sanctions - 
as we saw was already happening to some of the seven churches of Asia Minor. I would submit to you that this is in 
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view with this 3rd seal. And the reason I think this is the case is quite simple. The text itself does not say food will be 
short - but rather, that it will become very expensive - listen to verse 6 again. John sees that a quart of wheat will cost 
a denarius and three quarts of barley a denarius - but the oil and the wine is not to be harmed. A denarius was the 
wage of the common laborer - so prices such as these would mean that one would need to pay a days wage just to 
feed oneself - not to mention over family. 

For those people who earned more than a denarius per day - that is, the wealthy with this worlds goods - there would 
be no shortage - but for the poor, there would be shortage of food. Further, oil and wine was used by the wealthy - 
those who had means - and the oil and the wine would not be affected by the rider on the black horse. So the 
question is, what poor would be affected? 

We have already seen, as we studied the seven letters to the churches in Asia Minor, that in some of the cities, the 
Christians were poor and suffered from economic oppression at the hands of the wealthy Jewish unbelievers of those 
cities - and this is surely one category of ‘poor’ John has in mind; but the increases in food prices will indeed affect all 
other of the poor as well. This is the most likely meaning of the third seal and it’s result. Again, Hendrikson is helpful:

“It is not famine as such, that is indicated here; for these prices, though high, are by no means famine prices. 
Besides, one can get all the wheat he wants, provided he has the money to pay for it! But that is exactly the point. 
How can a man who is earning every little provide for his family when process are so high? A certain class of people 
is going to be hard-pressed. (Ibid., pg.101).

Which class of people are in mind? This will become clearer as we move through the Revelation   

Also, that the third seal doesn’t refer to famine but to high priced food stuffs is seen by the fact that famine is a direct 
result, not of the rider on the black horse but of the rider on the pale horse (Rev. 6:8) - and so I say, the rider on the 
black horse represents another form of persecution - economic persecution of Christians, of the sort that they have 
difficulty finding sufficient food. 

As we look back through history, we see this brand of persecution taking place regularly - and as we consider today 
this principle still holds true. Christians in North Korea are systematically starved, as Christians have been in 
communist countries for decades; and the same holds true under certain Islamic governments. This has happened 
and continues to happen - where children of God, because they choose to be true to their convictions, are crowded 
out of their jobs, and sometimes their businesses or other professions - leading to economic hardship, whole the 
wealthy unbelievers continue to enjoy their luxury. 

I am in prayer for a brother right now, in our own local area, who is suffering pressure at work for his convictions - and 
that may result in him having to leave his career - and that may result on economic hardships for he and his family. 

Those are there first three of the seven seals of Revelation chapter 6 to 8:2; and they teach us some valuable 
lessons about the unfolding plan of God, for our world, and for the redemption Christ bought when He went to the 
cross - and the first great lesson ties in to my introduction for tonight. 

1) From the human perspective it may appear that no one is in control, nor is there a grand plan working it’s way 
out through history. But truthfully, nothing could be farther from the truth. After Jesus died, rose, ascended and 
received from His father a kingdom - He took a scroll from His fathers right hand - because He alone was worthy to 
do so, and he opened it’s seven seals which put into motion God’s unfolding plan of redemption - and that plan 
continues to work itself out today. This is what is in view in Revelation chapter 4, 5 6 7 and 8 up to verse 2 of that 
eighth chapter. 

It is the reason the church has survived for two thousand years; 

It is the reason those of us who are Christ’s followers are Christ’s followers; and 

It is the reason we can face today and the future with great hope, in the same way Christ’s apostles and the early 
church faced their future with great hope; and 
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It is the reason we can be fully confident that come what may, the church of the Lord Jesus Christ will NOT fail!! This 
is the first great lesson for us, from the opening of the seven seals.

2) These seals give us insight into why the things that have happened through the age happen and continue to 
happen. Christ goes forth conquering and to conquer - and wherever this takes place, persecution always follows, in 
short order; and this says to us that this is NORMAL. Thus, we should shot loose heart - for this state of affairs is all a 
part of Christ’s plan. 

3) Thirdly, knowing the plan of God and how the ages have and will continue to unfold until anti-Christ comes and 
Christ ultimately defeats him, this knowledge will hopefully spur us on to love and to good work, and also to vital 
witness - so that through the gospel of Christ, Christ’s work will continue to win victory and by the gospel, those who 
are Christ’s sheep will be able to hear his voice and follow Him - for His glory and for their eternal good. 

What we have when we put all this together is a complete overview of the unfolding of God’s redemptive plan, from 
the first century until the return of Christ - in the same way the first vision of Daniel’s prophecy gave an overview of 
Gentile world power and the establishment of Christ’s kingdom - which would conquer all the earthly pagan 
kingdoms.

Tonight we looked in some detail at the first part of this unfolding plan - the first three seals, opened up by the Lamb. 
Next week, Lord willing, we will look at the last four seals - so take heart - for our God reigns - and Christ continues to 
conquer through the gospel. Amen 


